JADARA
Volume 20

Number 3

Article 6

September 2019

The Quality of Life of Severely Disabled Former VR Clients with
Impaired Hearing: A Survey of Long-Term Adjustment
Larry Gene Stewart
Research and Training Center on Deafness, University of Arkansas

Douglas Watson
Research and Training Center on Deafness, University of Arkansas

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara

Recommended Citation
Stewart, L. G., & Watson, D. (2019). The Quality of Life of Severely Disabled Former VR Clients with
Impaired Hearing: A Survey of Long-Term Adjustment. JADARA, 20(3). Retrieved from
https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol20/iss3/6

Stewart and Watson: The Quality of Life of Severely Disabled Former VR Clients with I

THE QUALITY OF LIFE OF SEVERELY DISABLED FORMER VR CLIENTS
WITH IMPAIRED HEARING: A SURVEY OF LONG-TERM ADJUSTMENT
Larry Gene Stewart
and

Douglas Watson
Research and Training Center on Deafness
University of Arkansas
4501 West Markham

Little Rock, AR 72205
INTRODUCTION

This article reports the results of a recent
survey of the present quality of life for a group
ofdeafand other hearing-impaired persons who
were once served by a state Vocational Rehabili
tation agency as "severely disabled clients". In
cluded is a discussion of the main findings from
the survey, which was concerned with the longterm adjustment of a selected group of former
VR clients.

Over the past two decades, the state/federal
program of Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) ser
vices has placed growing emphasis on the pro
vision of services to the more severely disabled
among the American population. This relatively
new emphasis reflects a major change in
priorities for, historically, VR agencies em
phasized helping only those disabled, handicap
ped citizens who demonstrated the clear poten
tial to enter or return to competitive employ
ment (Malikin & Rusalem, 1969).
This emphasis on the severely disabled re
sulted in the grov^i:h of original, previously un
available and untested VR training resources.
These new resources, in turn, introduced a

corollary challenge to VR: specifically, the task
of evaluating the effectiveness of these re
sources in meeting the rehabilitation needs of
this population. In such evaluations, two critical
questions have emerged: Are the services pro
vided by these unique training resources truly
impacting in a positive manner on the lives of
the people they were designed to help? Then,
if this is found to be the case, is this impact of
an enduring nature, or is it only a temporary
one, washed out over time?

Severely disabled persons who also have im

paired hearing were among the citizens served
for the first time by VR during the past two

decades. The special communication needs of
Vol. 20 No. 3 January 1987
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this population presented extraordinary chal
lenges to rehabilitation services planners. As a
consequence, there has been a special need to
study the effectiveness ofrehabilitation services
for these individuals.

Background

Today's VR services for severely disabled
hearing-impaired persons appear to be based
largely on the findings reported from several
research and demonstration projects conducted
for this client population during the period
1965-1975 at such widely diversified facilities
as Boston's Morgan Memorial (Lawrence &

Vescovi, 1967), the Chicago Jewish Vocational
Service (1974), the Crossroads Rehabilitation
Center in Indianapolis (1978), the Hot Springs
Rehabilitation Center in Arkansas (Rice, 1973).
and the St. Louis Jewish Employment and Vo
cational Services (Hurwitz, 1971). Although
these projects varied in individual ways, they
were similar in that they were designed to meet
the rehabilitation needs of severely disabled

young deafadults, employed staff*members who
were experienced in working with deafpersons,
provided evaluation and training services that
focused upon the individual needs of the deaf
clients, and conducted short-term follow-up
studies of their clients to evaluate success after
training.

Typical among the special services these pro
jects provided were training in communication
skills (individual and group instruction in sign

language, speech and lipreading skills, and sur
vival reading and writing skills), arithmetic
skills, use of transportation, independent living
skills, basic work and work relationship skills,

job seeking skills, specific vocational skills, on
the job performance, safety and health practices,
personal and social adjustment skills, recreation
1
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and leisure-time activities, sex education, and

behavior management. Although most of these
training services may seem to the reader to be

similar to those provided to other severely dis
abled individuals who did not have impaired
hearing, they were provided to deaf clients by
staflF members who were skilled in communicat

ing with deaf persons and also experienced in
teaching and/or guiding deaf young adults who
had severe rehabilitation problems and needs.
What was the impact ofthese special training
programs in the lives ofthe people they served?

program planners and direct service providers
to more effectively evaluate past and current
rehabilitation practices as well as to plan more
objectively for future programs and services.
The appropriateness of this emphasis on broad,
long-term life adjustment, rather than upon
short-term employment indicators alone, is re
flected in the recent observation of a leading
rehabilitation researcher who wrote,"The ulti

mate goal of Vocational Rehabilitation is the
life-long vocational and psychosocial adjust
ment of disabled persons"(Bolton, 1981, p. 58).

A review of the literature indicated that the

Bolton concluded that the attainment of this

major outcome reported by these projects was
in the area offormer client employment status,
where post-services employment rates ranged

goal could not be evaluated without long-term
contact with former VR clients.

from 60% to 66% (Blake, 1970; Chicago JVS,

METHOD

1974; Hurwitz, 1971; Rice, 1973) for periods
ranging from six months to two years following
completion of training. Unfortunately, the use
of only employment-related criteria, and the

Subjects
The study sample consisted of39 individuals

relatively short time between training comple
tion and follow-up, were inadequate in ad
dressing the issue of prime relevance in VR the total adjustment of the severely disabled
client over the life span (Bolton, 1981).
A further review of recent rehabilitation re

search literature indicated that despite the ex
pansion
persons
persons
Watson

of rehabilitation services for disabled
generally and severely disabled deaf
particularly (see, for example, Marut,
& Buford, 1984), there had been no

longer-term (i.e., five years or longer)follow-up
studies of the post-rehabilitation services life

adjustment of severaly disabled deaf persons.
Because of this, the field of rehabilitation has

who had been served by the Hot Springs Re
habilitation Center (HSRC), Hot Springs, Ar
kansas, over a 13-year period of time (19681980). These 39 individuals were selected from

among 139 VR clients who had been served by
HSRC during the 13-year period as "severely
disabled hearing-impaired clients". Selection
criteria for inclusion in the study included resi

dency in Arkansas at the time of follow-up
(1983)and availability to participate in follow-up
interviews.

Instruments

The primary data collection instrument used
for the survey was a structured interview ques
tionnaire constructed on the basis of reviews of
rehabilitation outcomes research studies and

lacked a reliable research-based foundation for

concepts as reported by Bolton (1981); Row

evaluating its services for this client population.
This dearth ofinformation today presents a signi
ficant barrier to the improvement and advance
ment of programs, methods, and techniques in
the practice of rehabilitation of severely dis
abled deaf persons.

land, Brookings, Cook, Taparek & Short(1980);
Cook, Bolton & Taparek (1980); deafness re
habilitation follow-up studies as reported by
Rice (1973) and Schein & Delk (1974), and con
cepts and research methods in the area ofassess

ment of the quality of life (Flanagan, 1979).
Questionnaire items were selected on the basis

Purpose and Rationale

The study reported in this article was based

upon the rationale that information concerning
the long-term life adjustment of severely dis
abled deaf and other hearing-impaired persons
formerly served by VR agencies will yield valu
able, heretofore unavailable, insights concern
ing the rehabilitation needs of this poulation.
This information will also enable rehabilitation

of these reviews to tap three broad dimensions
of"quality of life": socioeconomic status, inde

pendent living status, and social integration and
adjustment. Several additional questionnaire
items within each of these three domains were

developed to elicit information from respon
dents concerning communication factors asso
ciated with hearing loss. Construct validity for
the entire questionnaire was assured through
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peer reviews and field testing. Special training
was provided to interviewers in order to en
hance instrument reliability.
A secondary data collection instrument con
sisted of a form developed for recording former
client descriptive data on file with the Hot
Springs Rehabilitation Center. This descriptive
data consisted of selected information on each

client concerning background, training pro
vided at HSRC and progress in training, closure
information, and short-term follow-up informa
tion obtained by HSRC after client completion
of training.
Procedures

During the period August-September 1983,
each ofthe 39former clients who were included

in the study was interviewed by a trained inter
viewer. Interviews followed a structured proce
dure in obtaining the information called for by
the interview questionnaire. This standard in
terview information was supplemented by data
from the HSRC records and all study data were
processed by a mainframe computer for descrip
tive and analytical purposes.
RESULTS

The survey covered what appears at this time
to be the longest post-services follow-up period
ever reported in the literature for hearingimpaired, severely handicapped former VR
clients. Results indicated that the average
period of time betwen completion of training
and follow-up interview for the 39former clients
as a group was 7.74 years and the period of
follow-up for individual clients ranged from 3
to 15 years.

The main survey findings are reported below.
Characteristics of the 39 former clients are de

scribed first, followed by a description of the
rehabilitation training they received at HSRC,
and initial post-services employment status.
The third section presents the findings from
follow-up interviews and a final section discus
ses selected findings and presents conclusions.
Characterstics of the Survey Participants

Most (74.4%) of the 39 former clients were
male and about that proportion (76.9%) were
white, with 10 females and 9 black persons rep
resented. The average age at time ofenrollment
at HSRC was 23.4 years(range: 14 to 56 years)
and the average age at time offollow-up in 1983

was 32.7 years(range: 22 to 65 years). A major
ity (53.8%) were educated primarily in residen
tial schools for the deaf, but 17.9% attended

regular public schools. However, almost half
(43.6%)had not received a high school diploma.
A large proportion of the sample (41.0%) had
had no previous work experience at the time
of HSRC enrollment, more than half (59.0%)
of the former clients had a secondary disability,
and 23.1% had a third disability. At time of
HSRC enrollment, 87.2% had never married,
but at the time fo follow-up 43.6% were
married.

According to HSRC records, the average per
formance test IQ score for the members of the
survey population for whom this information
was available was 90.8, with a range from 49 to
117. The average reading comprehension test
grade level score category was 3.0-3.9(range:
.8 - 8.9), and the average arithmetic computa
tion test grade level score was 4.4 (range: .5 10.4).
At the time of follow-up in 1983, a majority
(74.3%) of the former clients reported having a
profound hearing loss. Over half (51.2%) said
they had been hearing impaired at birth. When
the survey respondents were asked about their
parents' hearing status, over four-fifths (82.1%)
reported a father with normal hearing and
97.4% reported a mother with normal hearing.
Rehabilitation Training Characteristics
and Initial Post-Services Employment Status
The rehabilitation training experiences, and
employment status following completion or ter
mination of services for the 39 survey partici
pants are presented in this section.
Almost four-fifths (79.5%) of the former
clients received regular vocational evaluation
services and 46.2% participated in long-term
evaluation services averaging 50.5 days. A
majority (69.2%) of the survey sample also re
ceived vocational training services. During
training periods, trainees also participated in a
variety ofother rehabilitation-relevant activities
such as counseling, communications skills train
ing, personal and social adjustment instruction
and supervised activities, dormitory living, and
independent living.
Over half (52.3%) completed training pro
grams while at HSRC, another 20.5% received
only evaluation services, and 25.6% either vol
untarily dropped out of training for one reason
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employment status right after leaving HSRC),
job held in 1983, and length of time on 1983
job for the former VR clients who were found
to be employed in 1983. Table 2presents similar

or another or were discharged for disciplinary
reasons.

Among the sample members,66,6% obtained
employment immediately after leaving HSRC.
Another 10.3% went on to additional training
elsewhere, and the remaining 23.1% did not
find employment or enter another training
program at the time.
Table 1 summarizes the vocational training
completion and initial employment status (i.e.,

data for the former clients who were not em

ployed at time of follow-up in 1983. The two
tables also present data concerning type oftrain
ing received, disciplinary discharge information,
and the first job obtained after leaving HSRC.

TABLE I

Vocational Training and Initial Employment of Currently Employed Study Sample(N = 17)
1983
HSRC

Respondent

Training

Number

Area

Training Discipli
Completed nary
Yes

No

Discharge

First Job

1983

After HSRC

Job

2

Upholstery

X

Upholstery

3

Printing

X

Farm worker

4

Custodial

X

Laundry

5

Small Engine Repair

X

Restaurant,

7

Upholstery

8

X

11

Printing/Laundry
Laundry/Dry Cleaning
(Evaluation Only)

15

Printing

X

16

X

Asst. Mgr.

Upholstery

X

10

18

Drafting
Office Machine Repair

23

Custodial

25

Auto Mechanics

27

Drafting/Printing
(Evaluation Only)
(Evaluation Only)
Industrial Sewing

29
30
33

—

—

5

Materials Handler,
Factory
Produce Truck,

4

in

three

Printing
Laundry

Laundry

Machine

Machine

Dishwasher

Operator
Janitorial
Bridge Designer Bridge Designer

Operator
Printing

7

5

No information
No Information
3

3
1

5

Cook

Short-order Cook

Dishwasher

Custodial

X

Laundry

Mechanic

7

X

Machinist

Machinist

6

None

Sheltered Workshop
Laundry
Sheltered Workshop

2

X
X

-

-

X

-

-

X

Main Findings from 1983 Follow-Up Interviews
Follow-up interview results are presented
below

ment in Years

Upholstery
Offset printing
Laundry

Loader
X

Length of
Present Employ

subsections: socioeconomic

status, independent living status, and social in
tegration and adjustment.
1. Socioeconomic Status

Socioeconomic status variables constituted the

first quality of life domain examined in this
follow-up interview study. This domain included
employment and job satisfaction, employment
earnings and family income, and living circum
stances and conditions.

A. Employment and Job Satisfaction. Less

Laundry
None

6

No Information

1

3

the same job for over five years. Among the
unemployed interviewees, the data revealed
that a substantial proportion had also been un
employed after completing or otherwise leaving
training.

More specifically, seventeen (43.6%) of the
former VR clients were employed at the time of
follow-up interview in 1983. Most (64.7%) of
these employed respondents worked full-time
(40 hours per week)and the average worker had
been on the same job for 5.26 years. Almost half
(47.1%) had found their jobs through VR assist
ance. When asked to indicate their level of job
satisfaction, 64.7% said they were either "very

than half of the 39 former VR clients were em

satisfied" or "somewhat satisfied", whereas

ployed at time of interview, but, among those
who were employed, the great majority were
satisfied with their employment and had been on

29.4% said they were either "not too satisfied"
or "not at all satisfied".

Significantly, among the 22former clients who
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TABLE 2

Vocational Training and Initial Employment of Currently Unemployed Study Sample(N = 22)
HSRC

Respondent

Training
Area(s)

Number
1

6
9

Upholstery
(Evaluation Only)
(Evaluation Only)

12

Business Education

13

(Evaluation Only)
Sewing/Tailoring
Laundry/Dry Cleaning
Small Engine Repair

14
17

19
20

Business Education

21

(Evaluation Only)

22

Sewing

24

(Evaluation Only)

F

-

-

None

X
-

None

-

None

X
-

Food Service

(N/A)
X

39

None
None

32

38

None

-

Small Engine Repair

31

Laundry/Dry Cleaning
Industrial Sewing
Auto Body/Fender Repair
Laundry

Sheltered Workshop

X

X

37

X

X

X

36

Printing
None

X

Custodial

Welding

X
-

X

Industrial Sewing
(Evaluation Only)

Printing

Upholstery

X

26

34

No

-

28

35

First Job
After HSRC

Yes

-

Maintenance

-

Laundry
None
None

-

(D/K)

Cook

X

Furniture Factory

X

Watch Factory

None

X

None

X

Body Shop
Laundry

X

were unemployed at follow-up, 50.0% also had
not had a job immediately after leaving HSRC.
In sharp contrast, only 11.8% of the 17 persons
who were employed in 1983 had not been em
ployed right after leaving HSRC.
B. Family Income and Employment Earn
ings. Among the 39 respondents, 41.0% re
ported a family income for 1982 below $5,000
and 61.5% reported an income ofunder $10,000
per annum. Among the 17 employed former
VR clients, 11.8% earned $251 per week or
more, whereas 29.4% earned $50 or less per
week. While exact earnings for the group could
not be computed (earnings were reported with

in categories rather than by specific amounts),
the average weekly earnings fell into the $101
to $150 category, yielding annual earnings in
the category $5,252-$7,800.

Looking at the issue of non-employment re
lated sources offamily income for the 29former
clients, interview results revealed that more

than half(59.0%) received Social Security(SSI,
SSDI) assistance and close to half(43.6%) re
ceived welfare support and/or food stamps.
C. Living Circumstances and Conditions.
The survey examined where the former clients
lived, marital status and family variables, and

related family circumstances.
Over two-fifths (43.6%) of the survey sample
members were married, but 38.5% had never
been married. Five individuals (12.9%) were
divorced or separated and 5.1% were widowed.
Most (64.1%) lived with a nuclear family

(spouse, children), 20.0% lived with extended
family (parents, siblings, other relatives), and
the rest (15.9%) lived alone, with friends, or
did not provide this information.
The former clients were living in 19 different
counties in the State in 1983. Only one-third
lived within the State's five most populous
counties, while the great majority lived in pre

dominantly rural counties. Examining the re
sults more closely, it was found that most
(69.2%) former clients lived in a house, and,
for all clients in all types of residences, there
was an average of 5.08 rooms. For all former
clients as a group, the average number of per

sons living in each residence was 3.87. Almost
half(43.6%)ofthe respondents said they owned
their own home and interviewer ratings of the

nieghborhoods where the former clients lived
resulted in a slightly below average rating of
4.9 (the rating scale used ranged from "1=
most desirable" to 7 = least desirable").
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When they were asked how happy they were
with the city or place where they lived, nine
out of ten of the former VR clients stated that

they were either "very happy" or "pretty
happy".

assistive devices (equipment) in compensating
for their hearing loss. The results revealed that
while 97.4% of the respondents owned a tele
vision set, only 15.4% owned a TV closedcaptions decoding device. Only 15.4% owned

a sound-to-light signaling device for the tele
2. Independent Living Status
The second quality of life domain examined
the ability ofthe former clients to live indepen
dently in the community."Independent living"
for our purpose encompassed a constellation of
activities that are typically to be found among
deaf adults who go about their daily lives more
or less successfully in the community. Interview
results are reported below in subsections on
Personal Care, Transportation and Mobility,
Money Management, Use of Communication/
Other Assistive Devices, and Communication
Skills.

A. Personal Care. Almost all of the 39

former clients reported having independent liv
ing skills in those activities relating to caring
for their own personal needs. Specifically,
87.2% cared for their own clothing,97.4% cared
for their own personal grooming, 97.4% cared

phone, for the doorbell, for a crying baby, or
for paging purposes; only 7.7% owned a TDD
(Telephone Device for Deaf persons); and
46.3% owned a hearing-aid.
E. Communication Skills. This aspect ofin
dependent living functioning was concerned
with the communication methods used by the
former clients and their own perceptions of
their skills in using these methods. Interview
responses revealed that 48.7% of the 39 former
clients felt that they communicated"O.K." with
hearing persons sometimes, but also sometimes
experienced difficulties. Another 12.9% said
they did not communicate very well or com
municated very badly with hearing persons.
Lipreading and speech were used by 25.6% of
the respondents in their normal interaction with
hearing persons, whereas another 38.5% said
they wrote notes.

for their own routine health needs, 92.3% did

When asked to rate their own communication

their own personal shopping, and 79.5% planned
and prepared their own meals.
B. Transportation
and
Mobility. The
majority ofrespondents indicated having ability
in getting around independently, with appro
priate reliance upon others when needed in
order to function effectively. Specifically,
87.2% used public transportation by them

skills, less than half(46.2%) rated their speech
as "very good", "good", or "O.K.", whereas
51.2% rated their speech as "not very good",

selves, 76.9% drove a car, and 64.1% knew how

to locate an interpreter when they needed one
(the remaining 35.9% stated they did not need
interpreting assistance).
C. Money Management. This aspect of in
dependent living appeared to offer more of a
challenge to the respondents as a group, al
though greater success was enjoyed in some
activities than in others. Specifically, 92.3%
managed their own money, less than half

(46.2%) had their own bank checking account,
almost two-thirds(59.0%)had their own savings
account, only 10.3% reported having their own
credit card(s), and 76.9% said they usually had
enough money to pay all of their bills and other

"bad", or "do not use"; and 68.9% rated their

lipreading skills as "O.K." or better, while
38.5% rated their lipreading skills as "not very
good","bad", or"do not use". 76.9% rated their
sign language skills as"O.K."or better, whereas
7.7% rated themselves "not very good" or
"bad", and 15.5% said they "do not use" sign
language.

3. Social Integration and Adjustment
The third domain considered by this study
to be important in an evaluation of the quality
of life for former VR clients was concerned with

social integration and adjustment. The variables

in this domain included friendships, participation
in community activities, and self-perceptions
relating to level of self-esteem and satisfaction
with one's circumstances. Interview results for

expenses.

this domain are presented below in three sub
sections: Friendships, Social Participation, and
Self Perceptions.

D. Use of Communication and Other Assis
tive Devices. This area was concerned with the

(41.0%) of the former clients said that about

extent to which the survey respondents used

half of their friends were hearing persons and

6
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half were deafpersons. Another 28.5% said that
most of their friends were hearing persons, and
12.8% said they had mostly deaf friends. Two
of the former clients said they did not have any
friends, and one person did not answer this
question. Nine out of ten, however, reported
being either "very happy" or "pretty happy"
with their friendships.
B. Social Integration. Examining interview
responses concerning their participation in
community activities, the following findings
were revealed. Only participation in churchrelated activities was reported by a majority
(51.3%) of the former clients and the two next
most-frequently mentioned community activi
ties were "community or home improvement
groups"(cited by 30.8% ofthe sample)and"par
ticipation in organizations for the deaf(specifi
cally, deaf clubs, cited by 25.6%). "Volunteer

work" was mentioned by 20.5%, and participa
tion in "religious organizations for the deaf' was
mentioned by 17.9%. Few persons indicated
participation in the state organization for the

deaf(only 5.1% mentioned being a participant),
school or college organization for the deaf

(2.6%), union organization (2.6%), political
organization (10.3%), or service club such as
Rotary, Lions, etc. (2.6%). Other participatory

activities mentioned by small percentages of
the follow-up sample included Little League or
Scouts (10.3%), social, garden, or card clubs
(10.3%), sports teams or clubs (12.8%), art,
music, or literary clubs(12.8%), and other com
munity activities (2.6%).
Only approximately one-fourth(25.6%)ofthe
former clients indicated they were registered
voters. However, among the 10 individuals who
said they were registered voters, 70.0% said
they had voted in the 1980 national election
and 80% said they had voted in the 1982 state

Continuing this positive note, but to a less pro
nounced degree, 48.7% disagreed or strongly
disagreed with the statement, "Sometimes I
think I am no good at all," and 43.65% disagreed
or strongly disagreed with the statement, "1
feel I do not have much to be proud of. On
the other hand, 35.9% agreed or strongly agreed
with the statement, "Sometimes I think 1 am

no good at all", and 41.0% agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement "I feel I do not have
much to be proud of.
When asked about their feelings of satisfac
tion and happiness about specific aspects of
their lives, the 39 former clients responded as
follows:

a. In response to the question, "In general,
how happy are you?", 20.5% indicated they
were "very happy" and 64.1% said they were
"pretty happy". The remaining 15.4% said they
were "not too happy".
b. Responding to the question,"How happy
are you with the city or place where you live?",
87.2% said they were either "very happy" or
"pretty happy" and 15.4% said they were "not
at all happy".
d. 89.8% ofthe former clients said they were
either "very happy" or "pretty happy" when
they were asked "How happy are you with your
family life?" and only 5.1% said they were "not
too happy".
e. When asked to indicate their degree of
satisfaction with their health or physical condi
tion. 87.2% said they were either "very happy"
or "pretty happy" and 10.3% said they were
"not too happy".
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

As the results demonstrate, this follow-up
survey has yielded a wealth of information con

cerning today's life adjustment of the men and

election.

women who were interviewed as representatives

C. Self-Perceptions. The former clients
were asked several questions relating to their

of the special population, "severely disabled
hearing-impaired former VR clients. " We be

self-perceptions in an effort to obtain informa

lieve this information will not only provide the

tion about their self-esteem and feelings ofsatis

profession with a beginning point in evaluating
some ofthe general long-term impacts ofspecial
training programs for this population, but also
prove to be of value in stimulating State VR

faction with specific aspects of their lives.
In terms of self-esteem, responses revealed

that a majority agreed or strongly agreed with
the following statements, which were adapted
from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965):
"I feel I have several good qualities" (79.5%);

"I am as good as anyone else" (76.9%); and "1
have a good attitude about myself (82.0%).

agencies and training facilities as they plan for
future program innovations.

Rehabilitation facility program personnel
should be able to use the results of this study

as a basis for developing special training modules

Vol. 20 No. 3 January 1987

Published by WestCollections: digitalcommons@wcsu, 1987

7

JADARA, Vol. 20, No. 3 [1987], Art. 6
THE QUALITY OF LIFE OF SEVERELY DISABLED FORMER VR CLIENTS
WITH IMPAIRED HEARING: A SURVEY OF LONG-TERM ADJUSTMENTS

that address the deficiency or problem areas
revealed by the study participants.
One of the more compelling findings of the
study was that among the 39 persons who were
interviewed for this study, those who were em
ployed after completing or otherwise terminat

(1978) reported that employment and financial
security were considered by a majority ofAmer
icans as fundamental aspects of defining one's

ing training were five times more likely to be
employed in later years than those who did not
find a job upon completion of training! This

1. Although the average age of the 39 men
and women at the time offollow-up was slightly
less than 33 years and most were happy or very

corroborates the finding of earlier studies with
other client groups, e.g., post-services employ
ment status is a powerful predictor oflong-term

happy with their health, more than halfofthem
were unemployed. In contrast, as a group, dis
abled workers in the U.S. experienced a much

employment. Moreover, in our own study there
was a drop of 35% in the rate of employment

lower rate of unemployment in 1982 - 16.9%
for males and 18.3% for females (Bowe, 1984,
p. 6);

for the 39 former clients over the years, from

a post-services rate of 66.6% to a long-term
follow-up rate almost 8 years later of 43.6%.
These findings lend support to the observation
made by one researcher after reviewing recent
rehabilitation outcomes studies, that:

...employment success(or failure)occurs
within the first year after closure or dis
charge for most ex-clients, and this em
phasizes the importance of careful job
placement and periodic contacts with
former VR clients (Bolton, 1981, p. 71).

Clearly, many ofthe former clients who were
interviewed in the present study enjoyed a good
quality of life. A good number were married
and were satisfied or happy with their family
life, were gainfully employed, owned their own
home, lived independently in the community,

quality of life. In our own sample, we found
evidence ofa poor quality oflife for a substantial
number of the 39 former clients:

2. Despite their relatively young ages and
health status, more than half of the former VR

clients in our sample were dependent on Social
Security payments and almost half received
food stamps. In comparison, in 1981 30.4% of
the total disabled population in the U.S.-which
included a larger proportion ofolder Americans
— was receiving Social Security income, and the
households of20.8% ofall working-age disabled
persons received food stamps (Bowe, 1984, p.
6);
3. Over three-fifths of the former clients re

ported an annual family income of $10,000 or
less at a time when the average family in the
State had an annual income of$14,641(Wassell,
1984);

4. At a time when $4,900 or less annually

participated in social activities, had hearing and

for one person was defined as the poverty level
by the Federal government(U.S. Bureau ofthe

deaf friends, used assistive communication de

Census, 1982), 41.0% of the former clients re

vices, enjoyed good selfesteem, and were satis

ported a total annual family income below

fied with their life. While the data did not indi

$5,000. In further contrast, in 1981, 26% of all
disabled persons aged 16-64 lived in poverty
(Bowe, 1984, p.6);
5. The average employed former client was
earning in the range of $5,252 to $7,800 annu
ally at a time when the average per capita in
come in the state was $8,424 and, among all

cate the precise role VR had played in making
this all possible, it is reasonable to conclude
that rehabilitation services played an important
part in enabling many of these individuals to
achieve a good quality of life and this quality
of life has endured over the years.
Yet, there were also many individuals in the

study sample who did not appear to be enjoying
a good quality of life at the time of follow-up
and there were some whose quality of life had
diminished over the years since initial employ
ment. To place these two global findings in

employed workers in the State, the average
weekly earnings were $264 (U.S. Department

of Commerce, 1984). (Note: Multiplying the
$264 amount by 52 weeks yields average annual
earnings of $13,738.)
While the above data do not allow conclusions

proper context, it is helpful to note that in an

concerning the causal relationships between re

earlier study ofseveral thousand representative
Americans across the country conducted by the
American Institutes for Research, Flanagan

habilitation services previously provided and
the high rate of unemployment, the many low

8

https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol20/iss3/6

incomes, and high rate ofdependency on Social

Vol. 20 No. 3 January 1987
8

Stewart and Watson: The Quality of Life of Severely Disabled Former VR Clients with I
THE QUALITY OF LIFE OF SEVERELY DISABLED FORMER VR CLIENTS
WITH IMPAIRED HEARING: A SURVEY OF LONG-TERM ADJUSTMENTS

Security income and food stamps among the
former clients, the conclusion is inescapable
that whatever rehabilitation services were pro
vided to them did not lead to a good quality of
life - as defined in Flanagan's study (1978) for at least halfofthe former clients in our study.

new services. Accordingly, outcome studies of
a long-term nature should be used by VR agen
cies on an ongoing basis.
2. There is a crucial need for VR counselors

involved in the field of rehabilitation. These

and rehabilitation training facility programs to
concentrate their efforts upon assuring success
ful initial job placement for severely disabled
deafclients who are in the process ofcompleting
or otherwise terminating their training pro
grams. Once placed in employment,and helped
as needed through their first year of work, the
chances for the client to remain in long-term
employment are dramatically enhanced.
3. There is also a compelling need for VR
agencies to keep in touch with severely disabled
former clients, since there is a high probability
that many of them will either fail to obtain em
ployment, will lose their jobs during the first
year or so, and/or will fail to participate in social
and other community activities that would other
wise enable them to achieve a good quality of
life and maintain it over the years.
4. A corollary need is for special-purpose
rehabilitation training program modules that
address the needs ofseverely disabled deafper
sons who have not succeeded ajfter having re
ceived initial rehabilitation services. Such pro
grams should base their training efforts on the
identified needs of individual deaf persons in

conclusions are listed below.

their home environments.

The limited use of assistive communication

devices among the former VR clients, particu
larly closed captioning decoders for TV and
TDDs, suggests the possibility that rehabilita
tion services did not adequately address these
needs at the time of training or through followup contacts. This is unfortunate, since such de
vices help considerably in reducing the isolating
aspects ofdeafness and, hence, help to improve
the quality of one's life.
The findings of the study suggest that many
severely disabled and hearing-impaired persons
who were previously served by VR agencies are
today in need offurther assistance. Such assist
ance would offer not only the prospect ofa bet
ter quality of life to these individuals, but also
the possibility of a substantial reduction in the
number of persons reliant upon Social Security
and food stamps.
The results of this study have suggested sev
eral conclusions considered by the investigators
to be worthy of the attention of those who are

1. As the study reported in this article de
monstrates, long-term follow-up studies of se
verely disabled hearing-impaired former VR
clients can be valuable, sometimes indispensable,
sources offeedback to VR agencies and training
facilities concerning the enduring impact ofser
vices. This feedback, in turn, can be used as a

basis for modifying existing services and planning

5. There is a serious need for rehabilitation

training programs to include services for pre
paring severely disabled deafclients to acquire,
and to use on a daily basis, such communication
assistive devices as TV closed captioning de
coder, TDDs, sound-to-light signaling devices
in the home and work place, paging devices,
and similar equipment.
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